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Abstract 
Despite the prevalence of formal and informal standards for employee attire, 
research on its role is limited. Social psychological theories suggest that work 
attire can be a meaningful, expressive symbol associated with one's occupational 
identity. Organizational theories suggest that work attire can affect both individual 
and organizational outcomes. Bridging these perspectives, this study considers 
work attire's potential to influence micro and macro organizational dynamics. A 
framework of the dimensions influencing factors and outcomes of work dress is 
used to assess the results of a poll of members of the Canadian Forces, an 
organization whose work attire is highly conspicuous and rigidly homogeneous. 
Though a slight majority of participants responded that their uniform did not impact 
their operational focus, comments indicate both organizational influences and 
individual concerns with specific attributes of attire. Attitudes toward work attire 
may be indicative of broader issues of organizational identity. 
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Out of the Closet 
An Exploration of the Role of W o r k Dress 
Introduction 
Words and images are like shells, no less integral parts of nature than are the substances they 
cover, but better addressed to the eye and more open to observation. 
(Santayana, 1922, in Goffman, 1959) 
In January 2006, Lieutenant-General Caron of the Canadian Department of National 
Defense ( D N D ) announced a complete and widespread change of work place attire. As of 
February 6, 2006, members of the Land Staff in the D N D Headquarters, Ottawa, were required to 
switch from wearing "dress" uniforms, consisting of office-style pants and shirt, to "combat" 
uniforms, consisting of camouflage-style pants and jacket. The ordered change was timed to 
coincide with an army transformation in structure, designed to shift emphasis to field operations. 
Lieutenant-General Caron viewed the dress of the day as a tangible, visible cue to the mindset 
and attitude of the Canadian Forces, and as a key factor to the cohesion of the military 
organization (Caron, 2006). H e enacted the uniform change in order to encourage greater focus 
on operations, at the individual level, team level, and organizational level. B y so doing, the 
Lieutenant-General associated employee dress not only with employee attitudes, but with broader 
organizational values. To explore whether his actions were rational - or ridiculous - work dress 
theory is reviewed, and a poll of Canadian Forces members is analyzed to assess influencing 
factors and outcomes of military attire. 
While DND may be a unique case in terms of its rigid rules of dress, it is certainly not the 
only organization that sets standards for employee attire. In fact, North American organizations 
spend billions each year to define, acquire, maintain and monitor employee dress (Rafaeli and 
Pratt, 1993). Perhaps the most obvious wearers of formal workplace attire are the front line 
employees within the service sector. The staff uniform of the fast food server and flight attendant, 
the white dress of the hospital worker, and the professional attire of the bank teller and broker 
reflect either organizational rules, or less specific but still influential, organizational norms. 
Considering its widespread use, does prescriptive workplace attire have some positive 
effect that benefits the organization? Or, as some authors question, is dress trivial (Ehrich, 1994), 
and the thousands of organizations w h o enforce it are wasting time and effort? This paper 
reviews the literature on work dress and presents the findings of an empirical investigation of 
Canadian Forces members' attitudes toward dress. 
The Fabric of Organizational Attire 
To begin, organizational attire, or simply "work dress", can be defined as the clothing 
(e.g. jacket, skirt, pants) and artifacts (e.g. name tag, smock, jewelry) that employees of an 
organization wear while at work (Rafaeli and Pratt, 1993). To consider the literature on dress 
requires careful delineation, for depending on the scope, the same authors have described "a long 
1 
and distinguished history" of dress (Pratt and Rafaeli, 1997, p. 865), yet with "a paucity of 
research" (Rafaeli and Pratt, 1993, p. 35). Reconciling these two extremes requires a 
consideration of the many disciplines from which the meaning of dress has been studied. The 
history of dress-related research is indeed long when dress is considered from a cultural or 
societal perspective (Harms, 1938), and particularly within sectors strongly associated with the 
wearing of a particular dress. For example, within the field of medicine, much attention has been 
given to the wearing of white by doctors and nurses, and articles abound in the medical and 
nursing journals related to uniforms going back to the early 1900s (Becker, et al, 1961). There is 
also much research within the services literature, where work dress has been considered primarily 
in terms of its impact on the customer, and the customer's perception of organizational image 
(Nickson, etal, 2005). 
The volume of dress-related literature can be considered deep if the extensive popular 
literature on dressing is taken into account. Best known in this genre is the Dress for Success 
title, first published in 1975 (Molloy) and soon followed by the Women's Dress for Success 
(Molloy, 1977) and a barrage of other books with the same "how to" focus, and the same 
business employee target. Judging by their longevity, popularity and volume, it would appear that 
a great many people care about what they wear. 
Conversely, if work dress is considered from an organizational behaviour perspective, 
relevant research is much more limited. What research there is within the organizational literature 
as been divided into two streams by perhaps the most frequent author on the subject, Anat Rafaeli 
(Rafaeli, et al, 1997). The first research perspective considers dress as a meaningful, expressive 
symbol associated with an individual's occupational identity, focusing on dress as a cultural 
form, signifying meaning for a particular social group. From this perspective, hospital employees 
wear white to communicate to themselves and to others the values and capabilities of their 
profession (Pratt and Rafaeli, 1997). The second research perspective considers the patterns and 
significance of dress as a macro, organization-level variable, focusing on collective dress 
attributes that affect both individual-level outcomes and organization-level outcomes (Rafaeli and 
Pratt, 1993). Bridging these perspectives, dress can be seen as dynamic, with both individual and 
organizational factors playing a role in the construction and influence of work dress. 
While the perspectives brought to the study of dress may vary, they share common roots 
that can be traced to a range of social sciences, including psychology, sociology, anthropology, 
humanities and communications. Most often, dress research builds from theories of social 
psychology. In particular, the theory of impression management helps to explain an individual's 
selection of work dress as a behaviour designed to control what others think of them (Franzoi, 
1996). Extending this theory, organizational impression management is the behaviour of 
organizational authorities to control member behaviour in order to influence what non-members 
think of the organization. Whether work dress is formally or informally prescribed, a primary 
objective is to affect the impressions of others in some desired way. 
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The Pattern of Organizational Attire 
Theories of impression management were first applied to organizational settings in the 
1980s (Wayne and Liden, 1995). A range of impression management strategies have been 
considered in the organizational literature, ranging from verbal self-presentation cues to 
nonverbal cues such as smiling, eye contact, touching, and of interest here, dress. 
While several authors have conceptualized models to examine various aspects of 
organizational impression management (Gardner and Avolio, 1998; Ibarra, 1999; Roberts, 2005; 
Wayne and Liden, 1995), only one model has been developed that conceptualizes the dimensions, 
influences and potential effects of organizational dress specifically (Rafaeli and Pratt, 1993). 
Exhibit 1 presents the Rafaeli and Pratt (1993) framework that is used here to synthesize 
the literature on organizational attire published before and after 1993, and to critique the current 
state of research on this subject. The framework is quite comprehensive in that it includes both 
extra-organizational and intra-organizational influences on work dress, as well as both individual 
and organizational level outcomes of work dress. The sections to follow consider each 
component of the framework individually. 
Extra-Organizational Influences 
First, Rafaeli and Pratt (1993) consider the societal environment that an organization is 
part of, and what the influence of external standards from this environment might be on 
organizational dress. If organizations are viewed as open systems, then they are susceptible to 
influence from their societal context. Anecdotal examples suggest that organizations are often 
influenced by strong institutional standards to adopt a particular dress, such as the wearing of 
white by hospital employees and the wearing of black and white by symphony musicians. 
However, other organizations within the same industry sector, such as I B M and Apple, have 
adopted very different patterns of dress, suggesting that dress can reflect an organizations level of 
autonomy, or the extent to which an organization desires to be part of a particular cultural 
environment. Unfortunately, the relationship between extra-organizational influences and 
organizational dress is only speculative, without support of empirical research. 
Intra-Organizational Influences 
The next component of the framework is intra-organizational influences Here the authors 
propose that dress acts as a symbol of core organizational values, and that dress reflects the 
structure, or division of labour, of an organization. For example, the feminine style of dress at 
Mary Kay Cosmetics conveys the feminine values of the organization, the McDonald's standard 
uniform conveys consistency, and the heterogeneous dress of academic institutions conveys 
nonngidity and perhaps creativity. In organizations where employee attire reflects degree of 
authority (e.g. executives in suits and clerks in jeans), hierarchical structure is valued and 
conveyed through dress. The view that dress acts as an indicator of organizational values is 
Z ^ n l n L t ° t T °1 7 " ™ ldentity' w h e r e b y m e m b e r s define themselves by the 
same attributes that they believe define the organization (Dutton and Dukerich 9 L Dutton etal. 
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Exhibit 1: Dimensions, Influencing Factors and Outcomes of Organizational Dress (Rafaeli 
and Pratt, 1993) v 
Extmorganlzationcd Influences 
• Societal standards 
D Institutional standards 
Intraorganixational influences 
D Values 
• Structure 
Organisational Dress 
Attributes of Dress 
5 
Homogeneity ity| Conspicuousness 
I 
Individual-Level Outcomes 
Q Compliance 
• Legitimation 
I T 
Organizational-Level Outcomes 
D Organizational image 
• Utilizing human resources 
1994), and by theories of organizational symbolism, whereby dress conveys meanings that are 
desirable to the organization, such as status and legitimacy (Joseph, 1986; Joseph and Alex, 
1972). 
Much theory exists to support the proposition that dress conveys organizational values, 
and though more limited, empirical research also suggests a relationship exists. The authors of 
the framework presented as Exhibit 1, Rafaeli and Pratt (1993) went on to subsequently test parts 
of their conceptualized model. Rafaeli, etal., (1997) interviewed 20 female administrative 
employees of a university business school, with no formal dress code, and found that employees 
dressed in accordance with their perceived organizational schemata as a means to enhance their 
role execution, supporting the notion of intra-organizational influences on dress. In another study, 
Pratt and Rafaeli (1997) interviewed 38 nurses working in a hospital rehabilitation unit and found 
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that nurses used dress to represent a complex web of organizational identities again supporting 
the link between organizational values and dress. Further support for this relationship was found 
in a study of uniform perceptions amongst 208 airline flight attendants, concluding that uniforms 
helped employees identify with company values (Daniel, etal, 1996). 
Attributes of Organizational Dress 
At the core of the Rafaeli and Pratt (1993) framework is a construct that comprises the 
actual attributes of organizational dress, identified as colour, material and style, as well as the 
dimensions of dress homogeneity and conspicuousness. The authors propose that dress attributes 
carry valuable symbolic information and convey meaning. Unfortunately, much of the research 
on dress and symbolic meaning has been undertaken at an individual rather than organizational 
level. Yet, what is known about the interpreted meanings of individual dress m a y be extrapolated 
to an organizational level, because much of it derives from learned associations that are 
culturally-based. For example, in the western world, occupations that carry associated uniform 
colours include nurses in white, symbolizing purity, and police in dark blue, symbolizing 
authority. 
Empirical studies have demonstrated that clothing is one of the fundamental cues people 
use to assess the personality of another, particularly if the clothing is distinctive, and conveys a 
strong stereotype (Coursey, 1973). Studies within work settings have found, for example, that 
police officers in uniform are rated as being more confident than those out of uniform (Singer & 
Singer, 1985), instructors in roman collar are considered to be more moral (Coursey, 1973), job 
applicants are perceived as more forceful and aggressive when wearing more masculine clothing 
(Forsythe, 1990), and tailored styles are found to depict power and status (Rafaeli, etal, 1997). 
In all cases, the subjects work attire influenced the perception of their capabilities, supporting the 
proposition that perhaps seemingly simple attributes such as dress colour and style, do in fact 
convey meaningful information. 
Two other attributes of work dress identified by Rafaeli and Pratt (1993) include 
homogeneity and conspicuousness. They propose that the degree of homogeneity, or the extent to 
which employees dress in a similar manner, indicates the value of consistency within an 
organization. Additionally, the extent to which dress is conspicuous, distinguishing employees 
from nonemployees, will influence employee compliance with organizational roles. Again, 
anecdotal evidence is plentiful, and the authors provide a range of organizational examples from 
universities, where dress is heterogeneous and non-conspicuous, to the Pittsburgh Steelers, where 
uniforms are to the other extreme of being completely homogeneous and highly conspicuous. 
However, the proposed relationships have not been empirically tested. 
Individual-Level Outcomes 
The fourth construct of the Rafaeli and Pratt (1993) framework comprises two individual-
level outcomes: compliance with prescribed organizational role, and legitimation of members' 
authority. They propose that the more organizational dress is prescribed, the greater employee 
compliance will be, and the more likely that employees will be identified as valid representatives 
of the organization^ Perhaps the strongest evidence of this proposition dates back to the 1971 
Stanford Prison study by White and Zimbardo (reported in Rafaeli and Pratt 1993) during which 
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mock prison guards reported that by putting on the uniform of a guard, they took on the role of a 
guard. The uniform acted as a cue to elicit associated behaviour. Less extreme studies have 
produced similar results. For example, observations of 1,300 transactions between sales clerks 
and customers found that clerks wearing organizational attire were more likely to convey 
organizationally prescribed emotions, such as friendliness (Rafaeli, 1989). 
Again, theories from social psychology help to explain the relationship between dress and 
behaviour. Cognitive dissonance is the feeling of discomfort caused by performing an action 
inconsistent with one's own attitudes. By donning prescribed work dress, dissonance can be 
overcome. De-individuation explains the loss of the sense of individual identity, and the loss of 
inhibitions. Thus, a Stanford Prison participant whose normal behaviour and attitudes may have 
been inconsistent with the authoritative character of a guard, was able to act the part when in 
uniform. From the young graduate w h o takes on a business persona when wearing a tailored suit, 
to the telemarketer w h o finds a friendly voice when wearing a headset at work, anecdotal 
examples can be found in just about every organization where members dress and behave 
differently when at work, than when off work. 
Organizational-Level Outcomes 
The last construct of Exhibit 1 is organizational-level, where the authors propose two 
outcomes: that dress influences outsiders' images of the organization; and, that dress distinctions 
of status help direct demands placed on personnel. Here, theories of organizational impression 
management and organizational symbolism help explain the process organizations use to shape 
the image held by non-members. Employee dress is one way that an organization can appear 
more or less attractive, wealthy and prestigious (Tedeschi and Melburg, 1984). Disney's theme 
park workers, for example, wear playful, vivid, colourful costumes to convey an image of 
magical fun. Restaurant wait and bus staff wear distinct uniforms to help direct customer 
demands. Empirical tests have shown that dress can influence perceptions of social status 
(Forsythe, 1990), and that elimination of stratified uniforms can reduce organizational barriers to 
communication (Lavendar, 1987). 
Basted Threads 
In summary, while there is research - mainly theoretical, some empirical - to support the 
influences on and outcomes of organizational dress as identified in the Rafaeli and Pratt (1993) 
framework, there remain a number of weaknesses and gaps in this field of study. There is no 
empirical research to help understand extra-organizational influences on work dress, and the 
research that tests the effect of intra-organizational influences is difficult to generalize due to the 
small samples and qualitative approaches, such as observation, used to collect much of the data 
(Pratt and Rafaeli, 1997; Rafaeli, etal, 1997). 
In terms of the outcomes of organizational dress, empirical support is also limited, though 
studies that have tested this relationship find support for the propositions that dress impacts 
employee compliance (Rafaeli, 1989), employee legitimation (White & Zimbardo, 1971), 
organizational image (Forsythe, 1990) and organizational structure (Lavendar, 1987). A 
significant gap in the research, however, is the potential impact of organizational dress codes on 
employee well-being, and its potential negative implications. A n interesting finding from the 
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Rafaeli, et al, (1997) study of female administrative employees in a university business school 
was the significant amount of effort invested by participants in selecting their work dress the 
elaborateness of their dress knowledge, and its link to their role execution. The authors 
acknowledge that the extended effort may represent a trait more c o m m o n to females, w h o have a 
greater socialized tendency than men to focus on their appearance. Regardless, the effort for 
either gender may negatively affect well-being, particularly if the expected code of dress conflicts 
with individual attitudes toward dress. 
At the organizational level, an outcome of dress not fully explored, yet potentially most 
meaningful, is the link to performance. Social exchange theory links individual behaviour to 
performance-related consequences such as commitment, power structure, and satisfaction (Flynn, 
2005). Studies of organizational attire have shown that dress impacts role execution (Rafaeli, 
1989; Daniel, et al, 1996). By extension, it would seem that job performance might be enhanced 
or undermined by work dress, a relationship that requires further examination in the context of 
individual behaviour to understand. 
The dimension of work dress that has received the most attention in the literature is the 
most micro-level subject of dress attributes. Many studies have tested the influence of particular 
dress styles and colours (Coursey, 1973; Forsythe, 1990; Singer and Singer, 1985), which may be 
why the subject of organizational dress is often seen as trivial. Questions such as "what does it 
mean if a professor wears jeans?" or "a business w o m a n wears a brooch" have perhaps 
overshadowed considerations of the macro-level dimensions of dress. A more meaningful 
contribution to the understanding of organizational behaviour would be an exploration of 
relationships between work dress, employee identity, and organizational dynamics. 
Another significant gap in the literature is the lack of investigation of individual-level 
influences on work dress. Is it a human need to pursue positive self-representation (Flynn, 2005), 
with each individual uniquely primed for the pursuit? Roberts (2005) in a study of professional 
image construction, of which dress is a component, identifies three components: (i) monitoring -
becoming aware of others' perceptions; (ii) motivation - desiring to change others' perceptions; 
and (iii) construction - enacting a persona in an effort to change others' perceptions. The extent 
to which an individual uses dress as an impression management strategy may depend upon 
whether they are a self-monitor, are motivated, and are willing to act, which in turn may be 
influenced by several personal and situational antecedents, such as one's stage in life and in 
career (Roberts, 2005). 
Culture and gender are two personal dimensions touched on in the literature though not 
fully explored. Dress codes are generally seen as culturally-biased, yet with diversity increasing 
in the work place, the relationship between culture and work dress is little understood One view 
is that dress codes are a means for devalued cultural minorities to appear more similar to others, 
thereby countering negative stereotypes (Roberts, 2005). However, dress codes that conflict with 
one s beliefs can be psychologically detrimental (Hewlin, 2003). For example, w o m e n in a male 
dominated business environment may experience conflict between dressing "professionally" in 
dark tailored suits yet at the same time trying to appear "feminine", in high-healed shoes with 
jewelry. Men, on the other hand, are able to dress in accordance with one philosophy -
professional - that is consistent with both their gender role and work role (Rucker et al, 1999). 
W h e n religion is implicated in dress, as in the wearing of headscarves by female professors at a 
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Turkish university (Humphreys and Brown, 2002) the connections between dress and beliefs 
deepen. In a homogeneous culture, dress may foster a sense of legitimacy and internal integration 
in organizations, but where culture is divided, dress may codify and even reinforce antagonisms 
(Humphreys and Brown, 2002). 
Not only is diversity and gender equality transforming the face of work, but the dress is 
changing too. Sometime around 1994, just a year after the Rafaeli and Pratt (1993) framework 
was published, the trend to more casual dress in the North American workplace took off (Ogle & 
Damhorst, 1999). Off, literally, went the prescribed somber suit held sacrosanct in many 
organizations, and in came chinos and loafers! Dressing down, however, has not spread to every 
employee, nor to every day of the week, with many organizations limiting casual days to Fridays, 
and maintaining more formal wear at the more senior levels. 
While organizations typically consider providing employees with greater discretion in 
dress selection to be a reward, it is a matter of some debate. Relaxing dress standards can actually 
place an additional burden on employees, requiring them to invest more time and effort in 
making appropriate dress decisions, and the burden may be highest for those with the greatest 
discretion in dress choice, e.g. w o m e n versus men (Rafaeli, et al, 1997). For those employees 
who connect work dress with their work execution, dressing-down may negatively impact their 
work performance. For others, dressing-down may contribute to feelings of authenticity and 
integrity, and act as positive reinforcement (Rafaeli, et al, 1997). With the trend to casual 
dressing likely to continue, further investigation of its influence is needed. 
An Empirical Investigation 
The literature on work dress suggests that the DND change in uniform will have an 
impact on wearers and observers. To understand the nature of the impact, the micro-context of 
D N D needs to be explored. The words of one officer affected by the change are illustrative of the 
potential power of dress. 
"When I was in dress uniform, even though I was personally focused on 
operations, I was seen as a bureaucrat, disconnected from the troops. N o w in 
combats, I'm seen as a soldier." Interview, April 23, 2006 
For this officer, dress did have some perceived impact. In order to further explore the 
outcome of the General's change in dress policy, a poll was implemented through the web site 
Army.ca to query members of the Canadian Forces. Army.ca is a privately managed site, 
established in 1993 to provide information to members and non-members of the military who 
have an interest in the Canadian forces. The site consists of thousands of pages of information 
about the Canadian military, as well as discussion forums, structured around topics of interest, 
ranging from current affairs to military history. As an indication of the interest and relevance of 
dress, there is a forum dedicated to "uniforms" containing thousands of posts (3,852 posts as of 
17.01.07). 
Membership to Army.ca is free, and confidential, as posts are made under users' self-
selected username. Members can post polls to forums for others to respond to, and to stimulate 
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dialogue around a certain subject. In June, 2006, three months after the n e w dress code was 
established, a poll was posted to Army.ca. The posted question was developed by the authors to 
capture members' thoughts about the Land Staff Ottawa change in dress policy. While Army.ca 
is a rich source of candid perspectives on army-related issues, its open and confidential format is 
also limiting, in that respondents may or may not be D N D employees. Though comments suggest 
the majority of respondents are either currently serving or past D N D employees, the 
representativeness of the sample is unknown. Thus, the results are considered exploratory, as an 
indicator of the importance of dress. Table 1 shows the posted question and the results of the 
vote. 
Table 1; Army.ca poll results 
Land Staff Ottawa recently changed their dress of the day from DEUsi to 
C A D P A T 2 t o be, and to be seen as more "operationally focused". 
What do you think? 
No. Percent 
In Cadpat I'm more op focused 22.7% 
In DEUs I'm more op focused 0 0% 
Uniform has an impact other than on my op focus 22.7% 
Uniform has no impact at all 12 54.5% 
Total Voters 22 100% 
i D E U (Distinctive Environmental Uniform) is the military equivalent of the business suit, generally consisting of a 
shirt, tie, jacket and trousers, worn with dress shoes, designed as office wear. 
2 CADPAT (Canadian Disruptive Pattern) is the military combat-style uniform consisting of digital camouflage 
pattern fatigues, worn with combat boots, designed as field wear. 
The low number of responses reflects the transitory nature of the site, whereby issues 
come and go quickly. After a few days of activity, the poll became inactive. Although the number 
of respondents was relatively small, the poll provides an interesting look at h o w D N D members 
feel about the change in dress. 
A slight majority of those who participated in the poll (54.5%) responded that their 
uniform did not impact their operational focus. Conversely, however, 44 5 % believed that the 
change in dress had an impact on their work. Since self-serving attributional biases cause most 
people to attribute their efforts to inner directed motives, it is surprising that such a large number 
openly acknowledged that dress could have this impact. The fact that no one claimed that they 
were more operationally focused in D E U office dress, while 22.7% claimed they were more 
operationally focused in C A D P A T combat wear, suggests that specific dress attributes do matter. 
f H* THe I?111'8 °l 'u6 P°uindiCatG P°tential influences a«d outcomes of military dress, with 
further insight gained through an analysis of respondent comments. In addition to the votes 25 
ZrnSnli T b T ^ f " r e S P ° n S e * ?* P ° U ( s ° m e ^pondents made more than one 
comment). The comments were content analyzed using the framework of the influencing factors 
and outcomes of organizational dress by Rafaeli and Pratt (1993). Both authors of this paper 
coded each response, as a unit, according to the framework dimensions. Given the fa riy broad 
scope of each d.mens.on, the authors came to agreement on the coding of all responds Of the 25 
comments received, 9 responses were given 1 code representing 1 d i m ^ ^ ™ ^ ! 
given 2 codes, representing two dimensions, and 6 responseslere not cod^ a l e y d d 
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touch on any of the dimensions or had no relation to issues of dress (e.g. " H Q is co-located with 
C O N S O F C O M ' ) . The resulting 29 coded responses are categorized in Table 2. Select sample 
responses illustrative of each dimension are also presented. 
Table 2; Comments received in response to army.ca poll, posted June 2006 
Dimension 
Extra 
Organizational 
Influences 
Intra 
Organizational 
Influences 
Organizational 
Dress 
Attributes 
Individual 
Level 
Outcomes 
Organizational 
Level 
Outcomes 
Sample Responses 
"As more civie [civilian] companies move to business casual, it makes 
sense for the Army to adopt comfortable clothing for the office. Just as 
corporate dress involves a jacket and tie for meetings and PR, so too 
can the staff officers use their DEUs for same." 
"Wearing mechanics' coveralls, or similar working clothes, in an office 
is well beyond business casual, and combats are working clothes." 
"If we have to find an equivalency in the civies world, combats are 
more like medical scrubs than mechanics clothes - no one quibbles 
about a doctor wearing his O R clothes to the office once in a while." 
"Canada Command, C E F C O M and C A N S O F C O M all adopted 
operational dress from their inception The fact they're all living in the 
nicest building in the N C R [region], while others are in facilities with 
far less amenities and no potable water speaks volumes about the 
mindset of the sharp end." 
"I thought that C A D P A T loses camo ability with repeated wash and 
wear. Since the stuff is costly enough why encourage people to wear it 
for no rational reason? Is there an overstock or something?" 
"It wouldn't have anything to do with not wanting to iron shirts and 
polish shoes, would it? After all, why do that when you can wear PJs to 
work?" 
"Aside from the comfort level people visualize, does it not make more 
sense that if you are going to wear the uniform, wear it correctly. 
There's a lot of pride in that uniform and in the people wearing it." 
"Didn't someone try that [catching dress offenders] about 10 years ago. 
hiding behind the potted plants at the entrance and leaping out to 
surprise offenders?" 
"The idea behind putting W O s [Warrant Officers] and above in D E U 
was to raise the standard of dress in the NCR, set an example for the 
junior ranks and provide a better public image for the CF. What has 
happened is the standard of dress has risen from abysmal to simply 
deplorable. Shirts need to be pressed, hair has to be cut, boots need to 
be polished (not just dusted) and for God's sake, suck in that shyte 
locker or trade in vour pants! " 
Responses 
No. 
8 
5 
6 
6 
4 
Percent 
27.6% 
17.2% 
20.7% 
20.7% 
13.8% 
The comments received in response to the Army.ca poll can be linked to every dimension 
of the Rafaeli and Pratt framework (1993). Extra-organizational influences are evident in the 
comparisons made between D N D and the police force, civilian companies, mechanics and even 
doctors. Broader societal standards of dress are taken into account in considering the 
appropriateness of D N D ' s standards. Additionally, behind these comparisons to occupations that 
have positive public images may be issues of role conflict for members of the Forces who are 
often faced with negativity from the public. 
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Upward social comparisons suggest a desire for self-esteem, motivation and aspirationa 
benchmarks by individuals w h o undertake "dirty work", meaning occupations that are perceived 
as degrading in some way (Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999). These selective soc.aI comparisons.by 
members of the Armed Forces raise interesting theoretical questions beyond the scope of this 
study, but worthy of further investigation. 
Intra-organizational influences are reflected in comments that compare various units 
within the Forces with respect to their operational dress, and mindset. The "sharp end comment 
is made in reference to operations, suggesting its priority in terms of space allocations. 
Specific dress attributes mentioned included boots, shoes, headdress, ties, shirts, and 
pants. Each item of dress can carry symbolic information and convey meaning. While it is 
difficult from the limited responses here to attempt to interpret what their meaning may be, the 
sum of the comments suggest that attitudes toward work attire may be indicative of broader 
issues of organizational identity. 
Perhaps most relevant to the General's desire to change dress to become more 
operationally focused, are the responses that relate to outcomes. At the individual level, 
comments relate dress to compliance with prescribed organizational roles and representation (e.g. 
reference to offenders, and pride in the uniform). At the organizational level, comments relate to 
the public image of the Canadian Forces. One respondent is critical of the "deplorable" standard 
of dress, perhaps a reflection of their own pride in being a member of the Forces. 
The Final Stitch 
How we present ourselves directly shapes the impression others have of us (Roberts, 
2005). Ample anecdotal evidence and our own every day experiences tell us that work dress is 
allocated considerable thought, effort, and expenditure, both organizationally and individually. 
Empirical research on the influence of work dress, though limited, supports this. Yet, our 
understanding of its implications is still weak, and given scant attention in the organizational 
behaviour literature. If considered as a symbol of organizational dynamics and professional 
identity, it would seem to hold great potential to enhance our understanding of work behaviour. 
Because dress is tangible, vivid, visual and accessible, it can even act as a measurable cue to 
organizational issues such as conflict, change, diversity, and other issues that might otherwise be 
difficult to resolve, or even to identify. 
Perhaps, as suggested in the opening quotation by Santayana (in Goffman, 1959), dress is 
an integral part of our nature, and should be studied within this context. Newer theories are 
emerging where dress can be considered as but one element of broader models such as identity 
construction (Ibarra, 1999), job crafting (Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001) and the reflected best 
self (Roberts, et al, 2005). A c o m m o n principle of these theories is that organizational members 
strive for self-development. Organizations need to create an appropriate context for self-
development to enable people to reach their full potential, for it is often the very micro-context of 
work that contributes to individual striving toward excellence (Roberts, et al, 2005). N e w 
theories call, too, for new methodologies, to better assess the role of work dress in employee self-
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development, professional image construction, and other behavioural concepts that are difficult to 
define, let alone measure with existing methods. Intriguing questions remain. 
Lastly, what about the General? Was his decision to change work dress rational? "A 
change in dress code should not be dismissed as trivial or unimportant. Rather, such requests 
should be embraced as opportunities for unraveling what this symbol represents for members and 
constituents of organizations" (Pratt & Rafaeli, 1997, p. 891). The change from dress uniform to 
field uniform was not undertaken trivially. It was meant to symbolize an organizational shift in 
operational focus. It was meant to influence the attitude of all D N D members - the wearers of the 
new uniform, and those they deal with. Did it succeed? 
From the small sample of poll respondents, there is evidence that organizational members 
link organizational dress to all of the dimensions of Rafaeli and Pratt's (1993) framework. While 
perhaps insufficient to directly conclude that the General's actions have enhanced operational 
focus, our results are suggestive that some associations between work dress and work outcomes 
do exist. Further empirical testing is needed to more fully understand the nature of these 
associations. However, even with this broad knowledge that what one wears to work will 
influence how one works, it would seem appropriate for more "generals" of the work place to 
give greater thought to standards of dress. 
Work dress is a potent object symbol that carries meaning at the individual and 
organizational level, yet is under-theorized and under-researched in the organizational behaviour 
literature. With greater diversity and greater dress discretion in the work place of today, it should 
not be overlooked as trivial. As normally as w e dress, the dimensions of organizational attire 
should be considered as part of the study of organizational behaviour. 
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